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In 1523, the great Lord Cardinal swept into Convocation, a dazzling,
moving pageant of scarlet robes, silver crosses and pillars, and gorgeously
arrayed attendants. It was to demand yet another grant, and of course,
for the War! The dignified ecclesiastics voted it after a formal debate,
but Fisher boldly led the opposition in a speech which unfortunately does
not appear to have been preserved.
Less than ten years later was he again to be in opposition, not to a
subsidy, but to the beginning of a schism which was to drench the nation
with innocent blood, fill the realm with doctrinal confusion, and make its
Church an outcast from both East and West I It is something more
than a coincidence that the imperious Cardinal having overawed the Clergy
should have then proceeded to override the Commons. There however
he was successfully withstood by the Speaker, that Sir Thomas More
who was to stand by Fisher in the larger and nobler cause, and with him
to pour forth his blood in witness of the unity of Christ's Church.
It would serve no purpose to relate at large the sordid story of the
rise and progress of the scandal of the royal divorce. No candid, well-
informed person can now be ignorant of the main facts of the case, or
affect to believe that anything else but an unholy passion, mingled, possibly,
with the desire for an heir-male to the Throne, could have led Henry to
seek to dissolve, after nearly twenty years of wedded life, his marriage
with his virtuous but by this time, elderly Queen. Among the many
consulted by the King in the hope of making out a strong case for the
divorce, was Bishop Fisher. Now although that learned and holy prelate
knew that the appeal of the King and his abetters to the Levitical Law of
the ancient Jews as against the living judgment of Christ's Vicar, was
merely a piece of hypocrisy to give a show of religion and legality to a
bad cause, he nevertheless set himself diligently to study the whole
question, both of the marriage of the King with the widow of his deceased
brother Arthur, and the papal dispensation that had authorized it. It
may be stated here that though Catharine had married Prince Arthur,
as she did at St Paul's Cathedral, on I4th November, 15015 the marriage
was never consummated, and that when she later (1509) married his
brother, Henry, she went to the altar as a virgin bride, attired in white,
and this fact of her virginity at that time was solemnly deposed to both
by herself and other unimpeachable witnesses of her own sex. In fact,
the dispensation of Julius II had been granted on that very condition, *.*.,
that the first marriage with Arthur had not been consummated, and there
had of course been no objection raised anywhere in Christendom to the
undoubted power of the Pope to dispense in such a case. In May, 1527,
Bishop Fisher gave in his answer to the King's query. He said that after
having studied the whole matter long and carefully, he did not doubt